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Chapter 1- Background 
 
At its meeting on July 14, 2009, the Council for Higher Education (CHE) decided to evaluate 

study programs in the field of Civil Engineering during the academic year 2010 – 2011.  

 

Following the decision of the CHE, the Minister of Education, who serves ex officio as a 

Chairperson of the CHE, appointed a Committee consisting of: 

• Prof. Miroslaw Skibniewski, Department of Civil & Environmental Engineering, 
University of Maryland, USA– Committee Chair  

• Prof. Jacob Fish, Department of Civil Engineering and Engineering Mechanics, 
Columbia University, USA 

• Prof. Laurence J. Jacobs, School of Civil & Environmental Engineering, Georgia 
Institute of Technology, USA 

• Prof. Gayle Mitchell, Department of Civil Engineering, Ohio University, USA** 
• Prof Jeffrey Packer, Department of Civil Engineering, University of Toronto, 

Canada**  
• Prof. Rodrigo Salgado, School of Civil Engineering, Purdue University, USA. 

Ms. Yael Franks - Coordinator of the Committee on behalf of the CHE. 
 

Within the framework of its activity, the Committee was requested to:* 

1. Examine the self-evaluation reports, submitted by the institutions that provide study 

programs in Civil Engineering, and to conduct on-site visits at those institutions. 

2. Submit to the CHE an individual report on each of the evaluated academic units and 

study programs, including the Committee's findings and recommendations. 

3. Submit to the CHE a general report regarding the examined field of study within the 

Israeli system of higher education including recommendations for standards in the 

evaluated field of study. 

 

The entire process was conducted in accordance with the CHE’s Guidelines for Self-

Evaluation (of October 2009). 
                                                        
* The Committee’s letter of appointment is attached as Appendix 1. 

* *Prof. Gayle Mitchell and Prof Jeffrey Packer did not take part in the evaluation of BGU   
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Chapter 2-Committee Procedures 

 

The Committee held its first meetings on March 13, 2011 during which it discussed 

fundamental issues concerning higher education in Israel, the quality assessment activity, 

as well as Civil Engineering Study programs. 

 

In March 2011, the Committee held its first cycle of evaluation, and visited the Sami 

Shamoon College of Engineering and the Technion. In May 2011 the Committee conducted 

its second evaluation cycle, and visited Ariel University Center of Samaria and Ben-Gurion 

University of the Negev. During the visits, the Committee met with various stakeholders at 

the institutions, including management, faculty, staff, and students.  

 

This report deals with the Faculty of Structural Engineering Department in Ben Gurion 

University of the Negev (BGU). 

 

The Committee's visit to BGU took place on May 25-26, 2011. 

 

The schedule of the visit is attached as Appendix 2. 

 

The Committee thanks the management of BGU and the Structural Engineering Department 

for their self-evaluation report and for their hospitality towards the Committee during its 

visit at the institution. 
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Chapter 3: Evaluation of structural Engineering Studies Program at BGU 
 

• This Report relates to the situation current at the time of the visit to the institution, 
and does not take account of any subsequent changes. The Report records the 
conclusions reached by the Evaluation Committee based on the documentation 
provided by the institution, information gained through interviews, discussion and 
observation as well as other information available to the Committee. 

 
 
Background  
In 2002/3, Ben Gurion University of the Negev was authorized to award a B.Sc. degree in 
Structural Engineering. This was the fourth and most recent institution to offer a study 
program in the field of Civil Engineering in Israel. The Department of Structural 
Engineering at Ben Gurion University has two specialization tracks: Structural Engineering 
and Construction Management. 
In 2010, the university enrolled approximately 18,000 students, 92 of them in the 
department of Structural Engineering, which has 8 full time faculty members.   
 
Mission and Goals 
The mission and goals of the University comprise a comprehensive engagement in all 
aspects of scholarly pursuits.  The University is committed to non-discrimination and takes 
upon itself a unique goal of facilitating the absorption of Jewish immigrants into Israel and 
of developing academic programs for Jews living outside of the country.   The Department 
of Structural Engineering aims at forming students that will become well qualified 
structural engineers and construction project managers, capable of contributing their 
expertise to the expansion and maintenance of the national built infrastructure of Israel. 
 
Study Program 
The University has a single undergraduate B.Sc. degree program in Structural Engineering.  
It is a program with tracks in both Structural and Construction Engineering.  The current 
educational program in Structural Engineering has a number of high-quality, laboratory-
intense classes.  The Committee is impressed by this fact in light of the overall poor 
condition of the building housing the Department of Structural Engineering. The program 
includes an optional series of courses in the area of protective structures, which provides 
an opportunity for synergy with the Department of Mechanical Engineering and should 
help achieve the desired focus for the Department of Structural Engineering on extreme 
events engineering. However, the committee feels that the curriculum in its present form 
does not adequately address general education needs of the students, particularly in the 
topics related to broader economic, societal and global issues involving decision making in 
structural engineering and construction management. In particular, additional coursework, 
either required or elective, in engineering project economics, project decision making, 
engineering teamwork and project management, should be considered. 
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The self evaluation report contains information on the future plans of the department to 
offer two additional programs: 

1. B.Sc. program in geological engineering. The committee feels that such a 
program would be of value and would have good synergy with the current 
program’s focus on engineering responses to extreme events; 

2. A graduate program (M.Sc.). The committee feels that graduate degrees are 
highly desirable and necessary at a research university such as BGU, and it 
encourages their development.  

However, due to the current situation of the Department, the committee believes that 
enlarging the size of the faculty must precede any of these plans (further details can be 
found under the ‘human resources’ paragraph below). In addition to this, there is an urgent 
need to improve the facilities, i.e., moving the department from its current location to the 
main campus of the university.  This move should be made before opening the graduate 
program. The committee was told that the move to the main campus will take effect in two 
years and believes that such a move will be vital to any future plans the Department has 
and intends to implement in an efficient manner. 
The committee understands the current arrangement of joint advising of graduate students 
interested in Structural Engineering research topics with the Department of Mechanical 
Engineering, and feels that such an arrangement should stem from common interest and 
not as a means of maintaining graduate program.  
The committee learned that there is no external advisory board to the Department and 
believes that such a board is needed in order to assist the Department with its future 
development. 
 
Recommendation with Respect to the Study Program: 
Intermediate: 

• Broaden the curriculum to include more general education courses for providing 
students with a deeper understanding of the societal issues and decision making 
processes pertaining to structural engineering and construction management 

• Formation of an external industry advisory board to help with placement of 
students and decisions regarding the academic directions of the Department   

Students, Teaching and Learning Outcomes 
The teaching and learning outcomes of the B.Sc. program provide a rigorous education in 
the two specialties represented: Structural and Construction Engineering.  The program 
provides an excellent coverage of an integrated, culminating design experience that 
exposes students to real world, structural and construction engineering problems. The 
program faculty is clearly engaged in the development of a modern Structural and 
Construction Engineering curriculum, and has put great effort into its development. The 
faculty has introduced coding and computational methods in several classes throughout 
the curriculum.  The laboratory-based classes provide hands-on experiences for the 
students and are well integrated into the curriculum. However and as mentioned above, the 
committee feels that the curriculum needs to be strengthened with general education 
courses, in the topics related to broader economic, societal and global issues involving 
decision making in structural engineering and construction management.   
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Students 
The Department currently has approximately 300 students.  This is a large number for the 
current number of full-time faculty.  The resulting large student-to-faculty ratio (more than 
40 to one) is one of the indicators that the program is overstretched.  This problem has 
been discussed by the committee with the Rector, the Dean and the Head of the 
Department, who indicated that they would like to expand the number of faculty positions 
in the department but are waiting for the recommendations of this committee regarding 
the directions which the Department should pursue.   

The committee is generally satisfied with the academic level of the students.  However, it 
may be desirable for the current program to enhance this quality even further by raising 
student admission requirements.  If academic standards required for admission to the 
program are raised and consequently stronger students are admitted, it may be more 
effective to lower the future attrition before student admission to the program in order to 
optimize the use of faculty and laboratory resources. 
 
It is apparent that alumni of the program are achieving success with the education 
provided at Ben-Gurion University, but better tracking of their progress after graduation is 
desirable. 

Recommendations with Respect to Students: 
Immediate: 

• Improve student faculty ratio by increasing the number of academic staff or by the 
acceptance of less students  

Intermediate: 
• Enhance student quality by raising admission requirements 

Long tem: 
• Track progress of alumni after graduation 

Human resources 
As stated earlier, the committee believes that there is an urgent need to increase the 
number of full-time faculty in support of undergraduate and future graduate programs.  
Specifically, adding at least one faculty in geotechnical engineering focusing on extreme 
events and with expertise in wave propagation in soils, constitutive modeling of soils, and 
soil dynamics would be a needed addition to the overall strength of the Department.  The 
committee believes that the quality of external teachers focusing on design and hands-on-
experience is strong.   
The synergy with the Department of Mechanical Engineering is very strong and should be 
further enhanced.   Offering more joint faculty appointments with Mechanical Engineering 
and possibly with other departments such as Industrial Engineering and Management is 
advisable.  
 
The committee found that the current faculty is fully capable of carrying out the scholarly 
mission of the department, in the sense of research orientation and teaching activity. 
However, there is a desperate need to enlarge the size of the faculty since the current size 
of the full time faculty in Structural Engineering, comprising eight faculty members, is the 
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bare minimum to cover the basic needs of the existing program. The Department should 
aggressively pursue additional hires to increase the faculty size. The committee believes 
that success in additional recruitment should lead the CHE to award permanent 
accreditation to the B.Sc. program.  
 
The committee concludes that the criterion for faculty promotion focusing on the quality of 
teaching and research is appropriate given the mission and goals of the University. 
The process of recruiting faculty should be substantially upgraded to include new 
partnerships in this effort, perhaps by approaching various external organizations with 
direct access to graduate students on major university campuses overseas, such as the 
Hillel Foundation in North America.  Of particular urgency is the addition of new faculty in 
the Construction Engineering and Management and Geotechnical Engineering specialties. 
 
Recommendation with Respect to Human Resources: 
Immediate:  

• Add at least one faculty member in Geotechnical Engineering in order to strengthen 
the overall state of the Department 

• Offer more joint faculty appointments with other departments  
Intermediate:  

• Increase the size of faculty to achieve a student to faculty ratio of approximately 
20:1 

Research 
Currently, the main research activities of the department are in Structural Engineering and 
Construction Engineering and Management, with stronger emphasis on Structural 
Engineering.  The focus in Structural Engineering is on earthquake engineering, optimal 
control, and protective structures, which are synergistic with research activities in the 
mechanical engineering department.  The only full-time faculty member in Construction 
Engineering and Management is a new hire still in the final stages of the process of 
completing his Ph.D. degree at the Technion.  As stated earlier, more faculty is needed in 
this area to establish a credible capacity to conduct quality research relevant to the mission 
and research goals of the Department.  
 
The Structural Engineering program is up-to-date with most of the universities in the 
Western hemisphere focusing on computational mechanics of civil engineering materials 
and structures.  The faculty research focus allows for a strong link with IDF needs in blast 
protection of civil engineering structures.  Computer facilities and software available to the 
Department are adequate but the lack of connectivity to the main campus hinders the 
integration of resources with other engineering departments at the University and more 
effective development of the Department’s computational infrastructure.   
 
The synergy with the Department of Mechanical Engineering is very strong and should be 
further enhanced.   Offering more permanent joint faculty appointments with Mechanical 
Engineering and possibly with other departments such as Industrial Engineering and 
Management is advisable.  This action would enhance the research standing of the Dept. of 



 9 

Structural Engineering, particularly in areas such as structural engineering mechanics, 
construction materials, structural safety, and blast protection of structures. 
 
The scholarly productivity of the faculty should be substantially improved; in the past two 
years, faculty published less than one refereed journal article per faculty member. This is 
subpar in comparison with research-intense universities elsewhere.  Research funding 
level should also be substantially increased. 
The future focus in Construction Engineering and Management research is likely to be on 
the engineering management of disasters and other extreme events.  This will provide 
likely synergies with research in Structural Engineering. 
 
Recommendations with Respect to Research: 
Immediate: 

• Increase research funding and other opportunities for faculty to engage in scholarly 
research 

Intermediate: 
• Increase scholarly productivity of the faculty as manifested by faculty authorship of 

quality refereed journal publications 
Long term: 

• Create new synergies between Structural Engineering faculty with additional 
engineering departments at the University 

 
Infrastructure 
The greatest shortcoming of the Structural Engineering facilities at Ben-Gurion is its 
current location.  The Department of Structural Engineering is the only department located 
away from the main University campus.  This hampers the work of the faculty and, in 
particular, that of the students, since the logistics of moving back and forth between the 
two locations is not simple.  As stated earlier, the committee was told that the move to the 
main campus will occur in two years, and the committee strongly believes that such a move 
will be vital to the Department’s future well being.  In the meantime, the University 
administration expressed a commitment to improving the students’ service facilities at the 
present location of the Department. 

The Structural Engineering laboratory facilities at Ben-Gurion University are in general 
sufficient for undergraduate instruction. In some cases, it would be desirable to enhance 
the laboratories by duplicating some of the equipment in order to allow students to obtain 
even better exposure to performing different tests and allowing more hands-on experience.  
A case in point is the soils laboratory, which has all of the required elements to teach the 
students the basic soil tests and concepts related to soil identification, compaction, 
consolidation, stiffness and shear strength, but the laboratory appears to have only one of 
each of these devices.  The laboratory sessions are well planned, apparently well executed 
and appreciated by the students. 
Structural Engineering faculty takes advantage of laboratories in the Mechanical 
Engineering Department and other laboratory facilities on campus for carrying out 
research.  This demonstrates the desire and capability of the faculty to engage in research, 
but it is clearly not acceptable for a department with the available talent and future plans to 
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offer graduate programs requiring student involvement in research. The teaching 
laboratories at Ben-Gurion are well supported by capable engineers and/or technicians. 
 
The adjunct faculty is currently not provided with office space.  They only have access to a 
conference room that is made available for holding office hours with students.  It would be 
highly desirable to provide these faculty with office space, even if shared, in order to better 
integrate them into the Department and to facilitate their interaction with the students. 

Recommendations with respect to Department’s Infrastructure: 
Immediate: 

• Acquire additional equipment for laboratories 
• Move to main campus 

Long term:  
• Create office space for adjunct faculty 
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Signed by: 

 

 

     
_______________________________                             __________________________ 
Prof. Miroslaw Skibniewski,     Prof. Jacob Fish 
Chair 
 

 

 

 

      
_____________________________     ___________________________ 

Prof. Laurence J. Jacobs     Prof. Rodrigo Salgado 
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Appendix 1: Letter of Appointment 
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November 2009 

 
 

Appendix to the Letter of Appointment for Evaluation Committees (Study 
Programs) 

 
 
1. General 
On June 3, 2003 the Council for Higher Education (CHE) decided to establish a system for 
quality assessment and assurance in Israeli higher education, which came into effect in the 
academic year of 2004-2005.  Within this framework, study-programs are to be evaluated 
approximately every six 
 
The main objectives of the quality assessment activity are: 

• To enhance the quality of higher education in Israel; 
• To create an awareness within institutions of higher education in Israel to the 

importance of quality evaluation and to develop an internal culture of self-
evaluation, as well as the required mechanisms; 

• To provide the public with information regarding the quality of study programs in 
institutions of higher education throughout Israel; 

• To ensure the continued integration of the Israeli system of higher education in the 
international academic arena.  

 
      It is not the CHE's intention to rank the institutions of higher education according 

to the results of the quality assessment processes.  The evaluation Committee 
(hereinafter "Committee") should refrain from formal comparisons.   

 
2. The Work of the Evaluation Committee 

2.1 The Committee shall hold meetings, as needed, before visiting the institution, in 
order to evaluate the material received. 

2.2 The Committee shall visit the institutions and the academic units being      evaluated 
– if possible - within 4-6 months of receiving the self-evaluation      reports. The 
purpose of the visit is to verify and update the information      submitted in the self-
evaluation report, clarify matters where necessary, inspect the educational 
environment and facilities first hand, etc. During the visit, the Committee will meet 
with the heads of the institution, faculty members, students, alumni, administrative 
staff, and any other persons it considers necessary. 

2.3 The duration of the visits (at least one full day) will be coordinated with the 
chairperson of the Committee. 
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2.4 Following the visit, the Committee will submit the CHE with: 

1. A final report on each of the evaluated departments,   
2. A general reports on the state of the discipline in the Israeli higher education 

system. The general report will include recommendations to the CHE for 
standards and potential state-wide changes in the evaluated field of study. 

2.5 The reports will be sent to the institutions and the academic units for their 
response.  

2.6  The reports and Committee's findings will be submitted to the CHE and discussed 
within its various forums.  

 
3. Conflict of Interest Policy 
3.1 In order to avoid situations that may question the credibility and integrity of the 

evaluation process, and in order to maintain its ethical, professional and impartial 
manner, before issuing their Letter of Appointment members and chairperson of the 
evaluation Committee will sign a Declaration on Conflict of Interest and Confidentiality.   

3.2 In the event that a member of the Committee is also a current or former faculty member 
at an institution being evaluated, he/she will not take part in any visits or discussions 
regarding that institution.  

  
4. The Individual Reports 

4.1 The final reports of the evaluation Committee shall address every institution 
separately. 

4.2 The final reports shall include recommendations on topics listed in the guidelines 
for self-evaluation, including:  
 The goals, aims and mission statement of the evaluated academic unit and study 

programs 
 The study program 
 The academic faculty 
 The students 
 The organizational structure 
 Research 
 The broader organizational structure (school/faculty) in which the academic 

unit and study program operate 
 The infrastructure (both physical and administrative) available to the study 

program 
 Internal mechanisms for quality assessment 
 Other topics to be decided upon by the evaluation Committee 

 
5. The Recommended Structure of the Reports 
Part A – General background and  executive summary: 

5.1 General background concerning the evaluation process; the names of the 
members of the Committee and its coordinator; and a short overview of the 
Committee's procedures. 

5.2 A general description of the institution and the academic unit being evaluated.  
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5.3 An executive summary that will include a brief description of the                       
strengths and weaknesses of the academic unit and program being      evaluated. 

  
Part B – In-depth description of subjects examined: 

5.4 This section will be based on evidence gathered from the self-evaluation report 
and the topics examined by the Committee during the site visit. 

5.5 For each topic examined, the report will present a summary of the Committee's 
findings, the relevant information, and their analysis.  

 
Part C –Recommendations: 

5.6 This section will include comprehensive conclusions and recommendations 
regarding the evaluated academic unit and the study program according to the 
topics in part B. 

5.7 Recommendations may be classified according to the following             categories: 
 Congratulatory remarks and minimal changes recommended, if any. 
 Desirable changes recommended at the institution's convenience and 
follow-up in the next cycle of evaluations. 
 Important/needed changes requested for ensuring appropriate 
academic quality within a reasonable time, in coordination with the 
institution (1-3 years) 
 Essential and urgent changes required, on which continued 
authorization will be contingent (immediately or up to one year).  
 A combination of any of the above. 

 
Part D - Appendices: 

5.8 The appendices shall contain the Committee's letter of appointment and the 
schedule of the on-site visit. 

 
6. The General report 
In addition to the individual reports concerning each study program, the Committee shall 
submit to the CHE a general report regarding the status of the evaluated field of study 
within the Israeli institutions of higher education. The report should also evaluate the state 
and status of Israeli faculty members and students in the international arena (in the field), 
as well as offer recommendations to the CHE for standards and potential state-wide 
changes in the evaluated field of study. 

 
 

We urge the Committees to clearly list its specific recommendations for 
each one of the topics (both in the individual reports and in the general 
report) and to prioritize these recommendations, in order to ease the 
eventual monitoring of their implementation.  
 
 

***************** 
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Appendix 2: Site Visit Schedule 
 

The Department of Structural Engineering 
Ben Gurion University of the Negev 

 
Wednesday, May 25, 2011, Room 663 Building H3  

Time Subject Participants 
09:30-10:15  Opening session with the heads 

of the institution and the senior 
staff member appointed to deal 
with quality assessment  

Rector - Zvi Hacohen  
Deputy Rector - Yael Edan  
Dean – Gabi Ben-Dor  
Chair - Oren Vilnay  

10:15-11:00  Meeting with the Dean of the 
Faculty of Engineering  
Sciences  

Dean - Gabi Ben-Dor  

11:00-11:30  Meeting with the academic head 
of the Structural Engineering 
Department  

Oren Vilnay - Chair  

11:30-11:45  Meeting with the administrative 
and technical staff of the dept.  

Administrate staff – Vered Uziel - 
Administrative Coordinator  
Technical staff – Eduard Marienchic - 
Dept. Engineer  
Nissim Elimelech – Dept. Technician  
Michael Litman - Computer Engineer  

11:45-12:45  Meeting with representatives of 
relevant committees 
(teaching/curriculum committee, 
admissions committee, 
appointment committee)*  

Undergraduate Instruction – Michael 
Tsesarsky, Igal Shohet.  
Seminars – Igal Shohet  
Coordinator Math and Physics – Erez 
Gal.  
Final Projects - Igal Shohet, Erez Gal.  
Graduate Studies – Robert Levy  
Construction Management 
Specialization – Igal Shohet.  
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Thursday, May 26, 2011 
 

 Time  Subject Participants 
09:30-10:15 Meeting with  

students**  
  

8 students from all levels  
 

10:15-11:00 Meeting with adjunct lecturers***   Itai Leviathan, Raz Mor, Shmuel Engel, Edi 
Leibovitch, Orit Leibovitch  
 

11:00-11:45 Meeting with Alumni*** Shimrit Magen, Marina Gerigorovich, 
Michal-Sima Elkabest, Roman Kriborok, 
Sima Hajaj, Gilad Zwebner  
 

11:45-13:00 Lunch and Closed-door working 
meeting of the committee 

 

13:00-14:00 Summation meeting with heads 
of department and institution 

Rector - Zvi Hacohen  
Deputy Rector - Yael Edan  
Dean – Gabi Ben-Dor  
Chair - Oren Vilnay  
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